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Abstract 
One of the most recent modes of interaction is teacherless online community without the overt intervention of teachers. This 
mode of interaction creates a conducive learning environment. However the voluntary nature of such discussions may result 
in inequitable participation. This paper reports on a study that investigated voluntary online discussions in a language learning 
online community called MyLinE in Malaysia and to identify the features of sustained online communities that promote 
interaction among members. The findings revealed some distinguishing patterns for sustained discussion threads such as high 
sense of belonging, large number of progressive responses, as well as extended subtopics. 
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1. Introduction 
The advent of the internet has opened up a lot of learning opportunities for language learners, one of which is 
the opportunity to interact in online communities. The theoretical rationale for creating online communities is to 
provide students with the opportunity to interact since interaction has been found to be crucial in promoting 
language learning (Swain, [1]). Online communities possess some special capabilities which the conventional 
class does not have. They can, for instance, provide a teacherless environment for learners to feel more 
comfortable in. Free from the watchful eyes of the teacher, the learners can express themselves openly on topics 
of their own choice and interest. However, inequitable participation among students and sometimes lack of 
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participation in a teacherless environment could mean that online communities may not achieve the objective for 
which they were designed in the first place, i.e. to encourage learning through interaction.  
2. Review of Literature 
The need to create an interactive environment for L2 learners has received close attention ever since Swain [1] 
highlighted the significant role of interaction in promoting language learning. Face-to-face language classes have 
great potential for creating interaction but with the advent of the internet, online interactive environments have 
opened up further opportunities for interaction among language learners and teachers while maintaining some of 
the features and patterns of class interaction (Johnson, [2]). Online interaction among a community of learners 
may appear to lack the non-verbal behaviors (i.e. physical proximity, touch, eye-contact, facial expressions, etc) 
crucial to face-to-face interaction but some communication researchers have argued that differing media have 
differing capabilities to transmit the non-verbal cues that produce feelings in face-to-face communication. 
Garrison et al. [3], for example, developed a model of online learning communities in which the different 
del, learning occurs 
through the interaction of three core components: cognitive presence, teaching presence, and social presence. 
interactive communities and further distinguished three kinds of social presence responses in online discourse: 
affective responses, interactive responses, and cohesive responses.  
One of the factors proposed by Rourke et al. [4] was cohesive factors which refer to some verbal behaviors 
and linguistic features which seem to build and sustain a sense of group commitment to support the development 
of a discussion. Rourke et al. [4] and Swan [5] identified some tangible features as indicators of group cohesion 
in online interaction, namely salutations, vocatives, group references, social sharing, and course reflection. The 
claim is that the more indicators of group cohesion there are, the more cohesive is the group. While such cohesive 
indicators provide useful information on how online discussions could be sustained, there is a need to empirically 
measure this factor of group cohesion to identify the cohesiveness of the members by the number of their 
attempts in sustaining a discussion thread.  
The study reported here attempted to measure a new factor called sense of belonging  of members in a 
discussion thread. The premise underpinning this study is that a strong sense of belonging is vital in ensuring the 
developing and maintenance of a discussion group. Students in a discussion thread act like members of a 
community and come with a sense of belonging to that community which may not be the same for all members. 
ense of belonging in a community can influence their participation in the community as those with 
a high
of participation in the community is an indication of sense of belonging (SoB) in this study. A high level of 
participation  regarded as indicative of high sense of belonging  shows a high level of learner involvement in 
the community. In other words, the members may feel they belong to or are accepted by the community and they 
are therefore more willing to interact with one another and help nurture and sustain the community. According to 
Swain [1], more interaction leads to higher language development; thus, a higher sense of belonging implies a 
higher level of interaction among language learners in a community which can therefore be taken as a key factor 
for successful L2 learning communities. In this study sustained (as opposed to non-sustained) discussion threads 
are those that continue over a period time and have a high level of interactivity. 
3. Research Questions 
This study was conducted on a largely voluntary and teacherless online English language learning resource 
named MyLinE to answer the following two research questions: 
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1. What are the interactional features of a sustained community? 
 
2. What patterns can be identified across sustained and non-sustained communities in terms of these interactional 
features? 
4. Setting 
This study was conducted on an asynchronous environment called Online Resources for Learning in English 
or MyLinE. MyLinE is an online language learning resource established by Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 
(UTM). The participants are students of public universities all over Malaysia. There are many topics of 
discussion which can be categorized broadly as teacher- -led 
discussions are con icipation in them is compulsory. Such 
compulsory discussion threads were excluded from this study since the focus of the study was on voluntary 
participation in online discussions. The teacherless discussions, in contrast, include topics that are based on the 
-set categories for grouping and 
initiating the discussions. In other words, each student can initiate a topic in any field to be read, commented on, 
and answered by others. This second group was the focus of this study. 
In this research, each topic initiated by the students together with all of the respective responses was called a 
tings shared by all members on the same topic. 
5. Methodology and Findings 
There are many discussion threads (DTs) initiated by members on different topics in MyLinE each semester. 
Firstly, in this study, the existing DTs in the second semester of the academic year 2009/10 regardless of the 
nature of the topic, length and age were categorized as teacherless or teacher-led DTs. Verification on whether a 
DT was teacherless or teacher-led was made in consultation with the administrators of MyLinE who closely 
monitor and moderate the discussion threads. At this stage 200 teacherless DTs were initially selected. However, 
after a closer analysis of the selected teacherless DTs, the researcher found out that a number of the selected DTs 
may not be appropriate for this study. Thus she followed two more criteria for selecting the sample DTs. Firstly, 
replies. Since, in this research, a DT was investigated to show the interaction among members, only those 
discussion threads with two and more than two replies were selected and those with zero or one reply were 
excluded since they did not seem to reflect the features of a true discussion. 
Secondly, since new DTs are formed almost every day, some of the selected DTs that were newly formed or 
posted at the time of the study had yet to be read or developed by others. They could therefore not be taken as 
appropriate samples since it was not clear whether they would end up as sustained or non-sustained DTs. Thus, 
an age period criterion was required to exclude undeveloped DTs. After analyzing twenty-four sample DTs from 
MyLinE over a period of seven weeks the researcher found that a DT requires a maximum period of four 
time to be developed, i.e. to receive the required minimum two replies. 
Finally, 42 DTs that fulfilled the three pre-determined criteria  
 were selected. Since the main objective of the 
DTs was to create opportunities for interaction among learners, the interaction level across these 42 DTs was 
taken as the distinguishing factor to determine how successful a DT was. Interaction, defined as the reciprocal 
action through which the members exchange their ideas, information, etc, creates a sense of connectedness to the 
community among members (Palloff and Pratt, [6]; Wenger et al., [7]). Thus, the term sense of belonging  
(SoB)  umber of  was used in this study to measure 
interaction among members. Sense of belonging shows how successful a DT is in attracting participation, i.e. a 
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higher number of turns per participant denotes a higher sense of belonging among participants and implies that a 
DT is more sustained. Then the 42 DTs were categorized as sustained or non-
 
After arranging these 42 DTs from those with the highest to those with the lowest sense of belonging, it was 
found out that 11 DTs had a minimum sense of belonging of 1 [average number of turns per participant = 1] 
while the other 31 DTs had a SoB of more than 1. A low SoB of 1 shows that there is no interaction among 
members  for instance CH (in Table 1) has 8 members and 8 turns, which means that each member participated 
only once and there was no reciprocal communication among any two members. Thus, DTs with SoB of 1 were 
taken as non-sustained and those DTs with SoB of more than 1 were considered as sustained since there has been 
some indication of interaction among members. However all sustained DTs do not have the same level of 
interaction, which means that the DTs with a higher sense of belonging are more sustained. The focus of this 
research was to compare the interactional features of sustained and non-sustained DTs, and since the difference in 
features can be more clearly reflected across DTs which are distinctly different, the researcher decided to 
compare the non-sustained DTs with the most sustained DTs rather than randomly select from among the 
sustained DTs. Hence, 10 non-sustained DTs with SoB 1 as well as 10 DTs with the highest SoB were selected, 
as illustrated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. 10 most sustained and 10 non-sustained selected DTs in MyLinE 
 
Sustained  SoB (Average no. of turns) Non-sustained SoB (Average no. of turns) 
Ad 4.71 EI 1 
LV 4.08 MT 1 
DV 3.45 FX 1 
AN 3 SS 1 
PB 2.94 CH 1 
GF 2.93 JG 1 
AM 2.41 NV 1 
HM 2.33 TM 1 
SG 2.33 RF 1 
MY 2.26 EX 1 
 
Sense of belonging, therefore, was considered as the distinguishing factor for sustained and non-sustained 
communities. After selecting 10 sustained and 10 non-sustained DTs, the following three features were identified 
and investigated across DTs: The features investigated were as follows: 
 Number of participants 
 Development patterns 
  
 
5.1 Number of participants 
 
Number of participants shows how many members participated in a DT. Since a DT is composed of members 
and its development is actually based on its members, it is expected that sustained DTs have more participants 
than non-sustained DTs; thus, the number of participants for each DT was calculated and compared with sense of 
belonging as illustrated in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Number of participants in sustained and non-sustained DTs 
 
sustained Non-sustained 
DT SoB Number of 
Participants 
DT SoB Number of 
Participants 
DV 3.45 22 EI 1 14 
MY 2.26 19 MT 1 10 
PB 2.94 18 FX 1 10 
GF 2.93 16 CH 1 8 
SG 2.33 15 EX 1 7 
AM 2.41 12 JG 1 6 
LV 4.08 12 RF 1 5 
AN 3 8 SS 1 5 
Ad 4.71 7 NV 1 3 
HM 2.26 3 TM 1 2 
 
As shown in Table 2, the number of participants in the sustained group ranges from 22 to 3, the midpoint of 
which is 22+3÷2=11.5 and the number for non-sustained group ranges from 14 to 2 with the midpoint of 14+2÷2 
= 8. Although it may appear that sustained communities have a higher average number of participants (11.5) 
compared with non-sustained DTs (8), on closer examination it can be seen that the number of participant is not 
necessarily a determining factor. For instance, HM [SoB of 2.33] with three participants is a sustained DT, while 
NV [SoB of 1], also with three participants, is a non-sustained DT. In the case of HM, the more active interaction 
among the participants led to an increase in the sense of belonging indicator when actually the number of 
participants was low. Conversely, in some DTs with a larger number of participants there is a low sense of 
belonging, such as MT which has 10 participants but with sense of belonging at 1. In this case, although there 
was a large number of participants every member participated in the discussion only once and thus there is was 
actually very little interaction among the different participants. Thus it can be concluded that the number of the 
participants is not determining factor to create interaction among members. 
 
5.2 Development Patterns 
 
Development pattern shows how each DT was developed. Development pattern as defined below was 
introduced based on our observation of the samples. Responses given by members to the previous postings were 
progressive and parallel responses
using a sample of the DTs from MyLinE. 
 
Progressive responses: Responses which were given in response to the previous postings if they were the only 
response a posting received.  
 
A B C D E... 
  
Parallel responses: Responses which refer to the same posting, i.e. if more than one response was given to the 
same posting, all of them would be considered as parallel responses. 
 
A B 
A C 
A D 
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A E 
 
In a DT there might be various combinations of these responses. Progressive responses result in an in-depth 
discussion of a topic, while parallel responses broaden a topic since each parallel response may get the 
opportunity to turn into an in-depth discussion, as shown in Figure 1:  
 
 
 
A 
   Parallel Response Parallel Response  
     B  C 
  Parallel Responses   Progressive Response 
    D E F  G  
        Progressive Response 
         H 
 
 Figure 1. Progressive and parallel responses in DT development 
 
e the only 
responses to their previous postings. As this figure shows, although B received three responses, they did not lead 
to an in-depth discussion of B; instead B has been broadened by receiving parallel responses, while C has been 
developed in-depth by receiving two progressive responses. 
 
Below are some sample parallel and progressive responses extracted from MyLinE. 
 
Example 1. Parallel Responses from the discussion thread PB 
 
A: PROBLEMS! STRESS! Oh, I got a big problem. im stress. my assignment ... anywhere, anyone of us must 
facing with problem right? so what do you think about the problems? so what should you do with the 
problems? give your comment about this topics.  
C: Stress bcos of unfinished assignment due really soon? obviously,theres no other shortcut to submit ur fully 
completed assignments to dear lecturers dont be stressed..its not worth it...go stress for sumthing else..okie? 
D: Come on dude..u have to look the problems in positive way. u will be more hardworking to settle ur problems. 
u will encourage urself to do some improvement to get a better life. be matured.  
 
This DT was started by participant A about problems. Both Participant D and C responded to A, thus both are 
considered as parallel responses. Diagrammatically, this type of response is shown as two letters exactly below 
each other as shown in the following illustration:  
 
A 
 C 
 D 
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Example 2. Progressive responses from the discussion thread PB 
 
K: try n u'll find u struggling finishing ur assignment last min... but that would be satisfying when u manage to 
finish it. hehehe. 
A: but i think its not good finishing work last minute.. but thank you for your suggestion.. 
K: actually i'm not suggesting. juz joking lh... he... be happy. control ur mind n hv good nite sleep... 
A: hahaha..i know it ..but thankz.. 
 
As can be seen in this example, Participant K gives a suggestion and receives one reply from A. K replies (to) 
A and receives another reply by A. Thus, there is a progressive development of responses with each response 
made in reply to the previous one. Diagrammatically, this type of response is indented progressively below each 
other as shown in the following illustration:   
 
K    
 A   
  K  
   A 
 
For more detailed illustration of the method used in this research, one of the DTs with the highest sense of 
belonging  and thus interaction  among members will be analyzed below:  
 
Notes:  
1. In this DT participant A initiated the topic.  
2. The first response given by the same participants is numbered as 1, the second response as 2, and so on, for 
instance A5 refers to the fifth response given by Participant A.  
 
Example 3: Ad 
 
A: ADD ME IN YM : akhi_falah ?? Hope ur responds. salam n hye to all, waiting ur comments here about yahoo 
messenger?? do u join it?? [Initiation] 
B1: The answer is no and yes.. no-i don't install YM at my PC yes-i use meebo to 'YMing' with my friends where 
ever i go such as CICT, faculty lab,and other places... my username still the yahoo email...like YM... the 
reason why i'm not install YM at my pc is... i'm not really a good user of YM...don't know how to avoid virus 
comes from YM... i think YM is a good medium to stay connected each other...among friends, family and 
other peoples... but must use it wisely... [Parallel] 
B2: Che lah..besides YM...there are google talk, skype, aim, and so on...[Parallel] 
A1: I m not mentioned before dat YM can give virus to our PC... hmm can we use Google talk in UTM?? i juz 
use YM and dis is enough to connected everyone. [Progressive] 
B3: Yes...it happened to my friends...but there is a friend said that, only clever people can use YM without get 
any virus...We can use google talk in UTM...students at my college use it. skype also..[ Progressive] 
A2: Ooo, clever people can use YM?? Wat s it mean...[ Progressive] 
B4: Yeah..that's what a friend said...I don't agree with that...maybe its mean...people who can use YM without 
any problems such as viruses...hurm...how to explain....[ Progressive] 
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C1: Allow me to rephrase your friends words (only clever people can use YM without get any virus) : He means
that there are Yahoo Messenger users who know the tricks to deflect and avoid their messenger software from 
being infected by virus attacks....[ Progressive]
B5: Yes,..thanks Chua.. [Parallel]
A3: Hmm. tanz too[Parallel]
B6: Che lah...azah already add you in YM.... [Parallel]
A4: Who 's azah ??[ Progressive]
B7: Azah is the one of the participant in career camp 2008..and we met at MPG...me, azah and fareydah..[
Progressive]
A5:You should fareday too[Progressive]
B8: ????i don't get it....[ Progressive]
A6: OPPS.i mean u shud ask fareyda too.[ Progressive]
B9: Ok....i will ask her... what a naughty face...haha.[ Progressive]
A7: My face is naughty ?? r u sure ??also catch up my face in YM & frenster k.[ Progressive]
B10: Che lah...you have friendster?give me the email and i already add you in YM...[ Progressive]
A8: i juz approve u[Progressive]
B11: hehe...thx che lah...next...azah n fareydah...huhu .[ Progressive]     
A9: y juz both of us in my forum ??huhu.[ Progressive]
D1: bcoz no one else is interested i guess? [Parallel]
B12: Che lah...we still have Chua and Yanna...Yanna..welcome to this topic...hehe p/s: long time no see you
Yanna in this forum...where have u been??[parallel]
A10: HAHA SURE. But i got a lot of responds huu.[Parallel]
E1:
that these are hectic times for students. We're approaching the final examinations, remember? I'm sure you do.
^_^ [Parallel]
B13: yeah...this is my final sem.i have only less than 3weeks to keep contribute in this
forum....huhu.[Progressive]
A11: Huu.pity wani..[ Progressive]
B14: Yeah...pity me...che lah...i hope i will do my best in my final exam...and also psm...huhu.[Progressive]
F1: Yahoo messenger is a lovely way to keep in touch with friends, make new friends, kill boredom, hehe...all in
all, i love yahoo messenger.. add me in ym too aite, syazwani_shari [Parallel]
D2: Izwani... i'm still here. juz a lil nit bz dis sem. a lot of presentation. nex sem i will be out for prctical
teaching...dis is ur final sem rite? gdluck to u. n happy graduating dis com aug. congrates in advnve.
he...[Parallel]
B15: yeah...this is my final sem...thanx...gudlak in ur LM n final exam...^_^[ Progressive]
A12: miss u all a lot huwaa [Progressive]
G1: hi che lah!I do use YM sometimes.Most of the time I like to use MSN.Seems at the library, students can use
MSN.They are not blocking it there.[Parallel]
Table 3 shows a diagrammatic representation of this DT based on the interactional patterns between the 
participants as explained in examples 1 and 2.
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Table 3: DT development diagram [title: Ad] 
 
 
 
While counting progressive and parallel responses, the researchers found that in some responses the main 
topic was extended, which means that new aspects to the main topic were introduced. For instance, in this DT 
(Example 3), B4 
extended subtopics assist the development of a DT by introducing new aspects of the main topic to be discussed. 
The researchers therefore also counted the number of extended subtopics in each DT in a different column (the 
Extended subtopics column) to record how many of the responses (parallel or progressive) introduce new 
subtopics into the DT. The results were then calculated in percentage and tabulated as illustrated in Table 4. 
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Table 4. DT development patterns of Sustained (S) and Non-sustained (NS) DTs 
 
Name of 
DT 
Total no. 
of turns 
No. of  
progressiv
e 
responses 
No. of 
parallel 
responses 
No. of 
extended 
subtopics 
Progressiv
e 
responses 
(%) 
parallel 
responses 
(%) 
extended 
subtopics 
(%) 
Ad(S) 33 24 9 4 72.72 27.27 12.12 
LV(S) 49 33 16 8 67.34 32.65 16.32 
DV(S) 76 57 19 3 75 25 3.94 
AN(S) 24 20 4 4 83.33 16.66 16.66 
PB(S) 53 27 26 7 50.94 49.05 13.20 
GF(S) 47 30 17 7 63.82 36.17 14.89 
AM(S) 29 17 12 2 58.62 41.37 6.89 
HM(S) 7 7 0 2 100 0 28.57 
SG(S) 35 17 18 1 48.57 51.42 2.85 
MY(S)  43 30 13 3 69.76 30.24 6.97 
Total 396 262 134 41 66.16 33.84 10.35 
EI(NS) 4 0 4 0 0 100 0 
MT(NS) 10 0 10 0 0 100 0 
FX(NS) 10 0 10 0 0 100 0 
SS(NS) 5 0 5 0 0 100 0 
CH(NS) 5 2 3 0 40 60 0 
JG(NS) 6 0 6 0 0 100 0 
NV(NS) 3 0 3 0 0 100 0 
TM(NS) 2 0 2 0 0 100 0 
RF(NS) 5 0 5 0 0 100 0 
EX(NS)  8 0 8 0 0 100 0 
Total 58 2 56 0 3.45 96.55 0 
 
As can be seen in Table 4, the majority of the responses among sustained DTs (66.16%) are progressive, while 
parallel responses constitute only 33.84%. However, among the non-sustained groups, the majority of the 
responses fall into the category of parallel responses (96.55%), with only 3.4% of the responses categorised as 
progressive. Thus, it seems that another feature of sustained DTs is the prevalence of progressive responses, i.e. 
responses given to previous responses which lead to more in-depth discussion of one topic, while one of the 
features of non-sustained DTs is the prevalence of parallel responses, i.e. all members answer to the same person 
who is almost always the initiator of the topic, resulting in a lack of in-depth discussion among the members. 
 
Another feature which was measured was extended subtopics. 10.35 % of total responses in sustained DTs 
introduced new subtopics of the main topic, i.e. extended the main topic, while there was not a single instance of 
extended subtopic among the non-sustained DTs. Thus, it seems that extended subtopic is another feature of the 
sustained DTs. It appears that the extended subtopic increases the domain of a DT by introducing new aspects of 
the topic to prevent the topic from being saturated and thus terminated. 
 
 
 
An initial analysis of the data suggests that the person who starts a topic would play the most important role 
among other participants in developing the DT. Since the DTs were not led by the teachers, it appears that the 
initiator would adopt the role of the host who motivates others by thanking them or commenting on the responses 
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or asking them for more clarification if the answers are not clear enough. On the other hand, it seems that the 
s on the first response he or she receives, i.e. the sooner he receives the first 
response, the more likely he is to be motivated to follow up on the discussion by posting other responses . Thus, 
the pre-active period (i.e. the number of days between the initial posting and the first response) was also 
calculated and compared with the in terms of percentage of contribution. To examine 
the influence of the initiator in DT development as well as the influence of the first response time on the 
percentage in relation to the total number of turns as illustrated below. Then the pre-active period, defined as the 
number of turns. 
 
Table 5. -active periods in sustained (S) and non-sustained (NS) DTs 
 
Name of DT Total no. of Turns  Percentage Pre-active period 
Ad(S) 33 17 51.5 Same day 
LV(S) 49 7 14.3 Same day 
DV(S) 76 13 17 Same day 
AN(S) 24 7 29 Same day 
PB(S) 53 19 35.8 Same day 
GF(S) 47 10 21.3 Same day 
AM(S) 29 4 13.8 Same day 
HM(S) 7 0 0 1 
SG(S) 35 7 20 Same day 
MY(S)  43 14 32.5 Same day 
Total 396 98 24% Same day 
EI(NS) 4 0 0 2 
MT(NS) 10 0 0 2 
FX(NS) 10 0 0 2 
SS(NS) 5 1 20 1 
CH(NS) 5 1 20 1 
JG(NS) 6 0 0 5 
NV(NS) 3 0 0 13 
TM(NS) 2 0 0 5 
RF(NS) 5 0 0 37 
EX(NS)  8 0 0 4 
Total 58 2 3% 72/10=7.2 
 
As shown in Table 5, b  
turns across all DTs are much higher than those in non-sustained DTs. Thus, it seems that the initiato  
participation has a strong effect on the development of the DTs. 
6. Discussion 
Out of the features studied in this study, the number of participants does not appear to be a determining factor 
in keeping a community sustained. A DT may be composed of a large number of participants who practically do 
not interact with one another; similarly it may be composed of only a few participants who actively interact with 
one another. It can be concluded that a large number of participants in a DT may not necessarily generate a high 
level of interactivity in that DT.  
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The other features examined in this study and found to have an influence on the interactivity of the DTs are 
summarised as follows: 
1. The first distinguishing feature of sustained online communities is the average number of turns per member  
operationalized in this study as sense of belonging (SoB). Sense of belonging influences cohesiveness among 
members in a learning community (Rouke,[4], Swan, [5]). It determines how dedicated each participant is in 
following the discussions and affects the level of interaction in a DT. Sense of belonging helps members build 
identity by joining the community and collaborating with other members to practise language through 
interaction, discussion and sharing of opinion and information. Wenger et al. [7] believe that transferring of 
information and skills to the members of a community occurs when the members have a sense of 
connectedness and identity. Thus, a high sense of belonging indicates that there is a high level of interest 
among members to follow a DT, while a low sense of belonging indicates lack of interaction among members. 
In determining sense of belonging, the number of postings rather than the length of postings should be taken 
into account. A member with only one posting, even though it is very long, is indicative of someone who does 
not show much connectedness to the DT, while a member with frequent, albeit short, postings is indicative of 
someone following the DT closely, expressing a sense of connectedness to the community. 
2. Another feature that distinguishes between sustained and non-sustained DTs is the developmental patterns of a 
DT. According to the developmental patterns introduced in this study, the responses members give to the 
previous postings are categorised into three types, which are parallel responses, progressive responses and 
extended subtopics. Parallel responses are two or more responses given to the same posting [usually the 
a posting has received. Progressive responses 
not only help to move the discussion forward but also create more interaction among different members. Thus, 
the large number of postings by each member (high sense of belonging), consisting mainly of progressive 
responses, indicates a high level of interaction among different members in sustained DTs. The findings also 
revealed that extended subtopics were only observed in sustained DTs. This means that besides in-depth 
discussions (progressive responses) which provide more chance for sustaining a DT, the introduction of new 
subtopics to these DTs resulted in further discussions which kept the DT sustained for a longer period of time. 
In contrast to sustained DTs, there were no extended subtopics in non-sustained DTs, i.e. no new subtopics 
parallel responses directed to the initiator there will be no more reason to continue the discussion, i.e. the DT 
will be saturated soon and there will be no more shared interest or sense of belonging among members to 
follow up on the DT. 
3. The initiator in a DT plays an important role in ensuring the maintenance of the DT. Just as his or her 
participation is affected by the  
participation seems to have a facilitating effect on the  Quick responses to the 
munity which enhances sense of 
belonging and promotes more active participation from the initiator. As the initiator, he or she is seen as the 
leading member in the a DT and his or her 
sense of belonging, thereby encouraging further participation from the other members of the community.  
 
The features of a sustained and non-sustained learning community are summarized in Table 6; 
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Table 6. Features of a sustained and non-sustained learning community  
 
Feature Sustained DTs Non-sustained DTs 
Sense of belonging High Low 
No. of Participants Not a determining factor Not a determining factor 
Progressive response  Prevalent Rare 
Parallel response Rare Prevalent 
Extended subtopics Prevalent Rare 
 High Low 
Pre-active period Short Long 
7. Conclusion and Implications 
The findings of the study provide some useful insights on how online language learning environments, both 
teacherless and teacher-led, could be more effectively managed to encourage interaction among the learners. The 
main factor that sustains a DT seems to be group cohesiveness bound by a strong sense of belonging among 
members of the learning community. A key strategy then is for moderators and teachers to focus on features of 
online interaction that will enhance sense of belonging among the learners in the community.  
Two of the features of online interaction that were found to enhance sense of belonging and promote 
interaction were progressive responses as well extended subtopics. Moderators in an online learning environment 
should therefore provide more progressive responses, which means providing a response to those responses 
which have not received any responses. Such responses signal acknowledgment and acceptance of the 
participants as members of the community, thereby encouraging further participation from them. Moderators or 
teachers should also include extensions to the topics when the main topic seems to be saturated with responses 
and there is no room for further discussions on the main topic. Through such interactive dialogues, the 
participants feel a genuine purpose for participation as they learn and co-construct knowledge as a group through 
interaction. 
Another feature that was found to have a facilitative effect on online participation The 
i it is recommended that moderators 
or teachers follow up on the DTs if they are the initiators by providing replies to the other participants
such as thanking them, asking for further information, asking for clarification, etc. to encourage more 
participation. If the moderators or teachers are not the initiators they should try to provide prompt answers to the 
initiators  to signal social acceptance and encourage further participation. 
This study started off with the theoretical rationale that interaction is crucial for language development and 
that online language learning communities provide students with the opportunity to interact. The study has 
identified some preliminary interactional features that help sustain online interaction. Further studies will most 
probably identify other facilitative features of pedagogic use. It is hoped that these features could serve as the 
basis for explicit intervention strategies that could be consciously applied by moderators, teachers and managers 
of online language learning environments to facilitate language learning through interaction. 
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